Incidence of autopsy findings in unexpected deaths of children and adolescents.
Studies in various settings reveal that a significant percentage of autopsies demonstrate findings that were not previously clinically diagnosed. In the pediatric and adolescent age group, forensic examinations comprise a large percentage of total autopsies performed. We hypothesized that a similar number of previously undiagnosed findings would be present in this population and thus reviewed a series of autopsy reports from the Medical Examiners Office in the Arkansas Crime Laboratory. During 1997 through 1999, we performed 439 complete forensic autopsies on children and adolescents (age range 1 day to 19 years; median 18 months). Previously undiagnosed lesions were found in 173 (39%). Of these subjects, 68 (39%) had clinically significant pathology, 60 (35%) had insignificant pathology, and 45 (26%) had pathology of undetermined significance. Thirty-six subjects had lesions expected from a previously diagnosed condition. Of the total number of lesions found, 168 were inflammatory, 58 were congenital anomalies (48 unexpected), and 88 comprised miscellaneous other conditions. Infants <6 months of age were significantly more likely to have a previously undiagnosed lesson than children > 6 months (P <0.0001). Previously undiagnosed findings, mostly inflammatory, occur relatively frequently in pediatric and adolescent forensic autopsies and are more likely to occur in infants.